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106 THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 

THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY IN 
PUBLIC WORSHIP. 

A CONSIDERABLE part of every diet of liturgical worship 
throughout Christendom is occupied by the officiant and 
the congregation in the reciting, with or without note, of 
authoritatively selected portions of the Psalms of David, 
and the reading and reciting of similar authoritative 
selections, either from the books adjudged canonical, or 
from extra-canonical compositions of recognized devo- 
tional value. In choir ottices there is very little else to 
be done; and choir offices, or some substitution therefor, 
or imitation thereof, are at present, in spite of primitive, 
apostolic, and world-wide precedent to the contrary, the 
all but universal Sunday devotion of English-speaking 
lands. 

This being so, it is very important that the selection 
from the psalms and other devotional writings appointed 
for use on these occasions should be as well selected and 
as edifying as possible. It is worth while in these times, 
when we are being called so urgently to individual and 

corporate examination of everything that even remotely 
concerns us, to consider, among the rest, whether our 

liturgical arrangements fulfil these conditions as satisfac- 

torily as one could desire. 
And first with regard to the Psalter. 
We need not concern ourselves with schemes of weekly 

Psalter recitation such as commend themselves to our 
brethren through a large part of the Christian world. 
We may take our existing monthly course, which has 
now stood the very respectable test of some centuries of 
local use, as supplying the basis of a good working sys- 
tem. And we may proceed at once to inquire in what 

respects it might be possible to modify or amend it, with 
a view to the greater edification of the greater number of 
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THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 107 

the worshippers who employ it as a vehicle of devotion, 
under the religious conditions of the twentieth century. 
Criticism of its details is no disparagement of its origina- 
tors. The world for which they made arrangements had 
only a far-off resemblance in thought or modes of action 
to that in which we are called to do our part to-day. 

Our distribution of the Psalter provides sixty portions 
of psalms in consecutive order for the month of thirty 
days, and of these portions fourteen will be recited in any 
ordinary week. Here we are brought face to face with 
the fact that in the course of that week the vast majority 
of the worshippers will only use one of the fourteen 
portions provided for their edification. That reduces, at 
the outset, the order of the recitation of the Psalter to the 
position of a mere paper scheme. Ninety-nine per cent. 
'and upwards of the worshippers go to church on Sunday, 
and, for the most part, only upon some one occasion on 
that day. Till the like occasion comes round once more 
there will be no further psalmody required so far as they 
are concerned. The percentage of worshippers, even of 
Irish clerical worshippers, who recite the full Psalter 
selections daily throughout the year is so small that we 

may account it negligible. 
If all the psalms in the Psalter were of equal value for 

devotional purposes, and were all equally suitable for 

every conceivable occasion, this random weekly selection 
of one portion in fourteen would be of lesser moment. 
But it is so far otherwise, that the drawbacks inherent in 
such a haphazard use of the Psalter seem to far outweigh 
any benefit that can be ascribed to its maintenance. Its 
only apparent advantage is that the bald recital of the 
one hundred and fifty psalms in course has the merit of 
extreme simplicity. But the simplicity that is pur- 
chased at the expense of multiplied inconveniences, and 
unedifying incongruities, is dearly bought. It is not a 
true simplicity. Under this simple system we have 
psalms appropriate to the evening hours set down for use 
in the morning. We have compositions of the most 
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108 THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 

penitential and lugubrious character coming at moments 
when in other respects we are called to festal rejoicing. 
Worse still, we may be provided, on a like occasion, with 
a large supply of that sort of pre-Christian language 
which a rapidly-increasing body of possible Christian 
worshippers are every day less inclined to allow them- 
selves to be compelled to use as a vehicle of devotion, in 
spite of the fact that at this critical period of the nation's 
history their devotional hours may be occasionally in 
juxtaposition with moments when such phraseology would 
express with an overflowing measure of adequacy, their 
sentiments towards the Kaiser. 

When we have to deal-as we have to deal whether we 
like it or not-with a solid body of worshippers who 
engage in public worship but once a week, and a still 
larger body who can hardly be persuaded to lend their 
assistance to the exercises with even that moderate degree 
of frequency, is it really necessary in the best interests of 
themselves, of the Church, and of religion at large, to 
provide them, when they do come, with a service so much 
less edifying than it might be, merely for the sake of a 
stupid adherence to a liturgical tradition of reciting the 
whole Psalter in consecutive order, a tradition, moreover, 
which is not even primitive, but of comparatively late and 
monastic origin ? 

The ordinary worshipper, at the best, will place at the 
disposal of the Church about an hour, or an hour and a 
quarter, of the one hundred and sixty-eight hours of the 
week. The parson who ventures to keep him longer will 
need to be a man of more outstanding powers and per- 
sonality than most of us in moments of sanest intro- 
spection find ourselves to be. But he is fairly willing to 
place himself in the care of the Church, and to accept 
whatever may be the outcome of the teaching office of the 
parson for that amount of time. He does it not alto- 
gether as a matter of external duty, in obedience to an 
inscrutable and apparently unnecessary decree of Higher 
Powers, but in the hope and expectation, sometimes 
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THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 109 

justified in his experience, that he will be the better of 
their ministrations. His theory and practice may be 
wofully defective, but there is no likelihood that they 
will be appreciably altered in the present time, or in any 
future with which we need concern ourselves. Mean- 
while we shall be acting wisely if we take account of 
things, not merely as they ought to be, but as they are, 
and try to make the best of them. And as a first result 
of our consideration, we shall surely be constrained to 
recognize the urgency of the need that we should do our 
utmost to make the most of that fraction of time, the 
one one-hundred-and-sixty-eighth of a week or there- 
abouts, which is all that in hard fact most of the Church's 
sons are willing to devote to the purposes of her corporate 
worship. 

How we can utilize the treasury of devotion contained 
in the Psalter to the best advantage for this particular 
purpose is a question of urgent interest. 

The General Synod, on the advice of its Prayer Book 
Revision Committee, has been recently engaged in an 
attempt to grapple with this problem. It has provided an 

enlarged table of proper psalms which makes provision 
for eight additional days in the year. It has added a 
further table of eighteen selections which may be used 
instead of the psalms of the ordinary course. The pur- 
pose of these selections is to provide an alternative on 

days that inconvenient or incongruous portions of the 
ordinary course must otherwise be used. The intention 
is admirable, but the method of carrying it into effect is 
most deplorable. It comes to us from the other side of 
the Atlantic, and, like various other crude and ill-informed 

proposals that emanate from the same quarter, is more 

profitable for warning than for imitation.' 

1 The Report of the Joint C3mmission on tihe Book of Common 
Prayer, appointed by the -American Church in 1913, has been recently 
pubt shed. In this report the original scheme of selections is left far 
b5!lind. FR)r the future, in places where it is convenient the Psalter 
shall be read through once every month. The Minister shall, on the 
days for which they are appointed, use one or more of the Proper 
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110 THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 

The Episcopal Church in Scotland, in its recent prayer 
book revision, was tempted to adopt the same device, and, 
like ourselves, fell headlong into the snare. After a short 
trial the Scottish Church has seen reason to repent of her 
fault. With a promptitude, the more to be commended 
that it is not always manifest in ecclesiastical penitence, 
she has hastened to bring forth worthy fruits of repent- 
ance. The American tables have been swept clean away. 
Their unliturgical and unsatisfactory nature, she declares, 
was widely felt; moreover, they were the subject of very 
severe criticism. But the Scottish Church has gone 
further. She has devised a new and much improved 
method of reciting the Psalter, by the happy thought of 
removing the Sundays altogether from the week-day 
scheme. In the daily course the existing morning and 

evening selections have been retained, and the whole 
Psalter is recited, not in the calendar month, but in five 
weeks of six days, the psalms of Saturday evening being 
continued at the matins of Monday. The proper psalms 
for each Sunday between Advent and Trinity are selected 
with a careful regard for the season, a most valuable 
contribution to the unity of the office. If our traditional, 
but very unmeaning, Sunday morning aggregation of 
offices is to continue, some compression of the component 
parts is a necessity of the times, and for this reason the 

Sunday morning psalms throughout the year are com- 

paratively short. Nearly the whole Psalter is recited 
once on Sunday in each year, the majority of psalms 
twice, and some three times. 

The Scottish authorities feel constrained to adhere to 
the existing Prayer Book sections and text of the Psalter, 
and this precludes them from attempting to carry out, for 

Pdalms. Oi other days. instead of reading from the Psaltr as d: vded 
for Da'ly Morning and Evening Prnyer, e may read one or more of 
the p:almcs from the select ons net forth by tFle CO urch. In adcdt'on 
to t e Prop)r Palms t',ere is a Table of Psalms for spee*al occasions 
(fouinen In nurnmbr) T len comrn tie S Slecton:, each Select'on bearing 
a 

cdb-oriptve 
t tie, GCdlhness, Evening, etc. Certain pw,Fages in the 

psalms are bracketed so that they may be omitted at d scretlon. 
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THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 111 

the present, some much-needed improvements in the week- 
day course. If, however, the English Convocations 
adopt a distribution of the Psalter on the same lines, with 
a revised text, as they are likely to do, it may be possible 
to find a remedy for these defects in the near future. In 
the meantime the gain in edification for the main body 
of Scottish Sunday worshippers is very great, and it is 
much to be desired, even if it is hardly to be expected, 
that the time may come speedily when their Irish brethren 
will be made partakers in this liturgical blessing. 

One or other of two principles may be adopted in the 
construction of a lectionary. It may follow the course of 
the calendar months or that of the ecclesiastical year. A 
rigid adherence to either of these will work out in con- 
sistent, though very different, results. Cranmer's 
original draft followed the Church year, but this scheme 
was abandoned, probably from lack of time to complete it. 
The lectionary that was actually issued followed the civil 
year, and was no credit to its authors. A short period 
of use made manifest the defects of this extraordinary 
production, and it was superseded by the compromise 
that has held its ground through all subsequent revisions 
to the present day. We have a perpetual clash of two 
independent lesson systems, the main scheme following 
the civil year, the smaller but more important scheme 
conforming to the Church seasons. Week by week the 
ecclesiastical course breaks in upon the civil order and 
displaces it. In this way nearly two hundred lessons of 
the calendar lectionary are annually displaced by the 
proper lessons of the ecclesiastical course. The scheme is 
fundamentally unsound, and no amount of care bestowed 
upon details can make it scientific or satisfactory. 

Yet it is a continuation of this wretched and unworthy 
system of lessons that our Prayer Book Revision 
Committee, after years wasted in futile attempts at its 
improvement, has recommended to the General Synod. 
And, most unhappily for the edification of the Church, 
the General Synod has already adopted a considerable 
part of their recommendations in this regard. 
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112 THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 

If, even at this eleventh hour, we could be persuaded 
to amend our ways, the Episcopal Church in Scotland, 
once again, might be able to show us a better path wherein 
to walk. They, too, have been engaged in the construc- 
tion of a lectionary, with more fruitful results than we can 
boast of. The report of their Lectionary Committee, 
published at the Cambridge University Press, in which 
they explain and justify their proceedings, is deserving 
of careful study. The report briefly indicates the dis- 
advantages of the system at present in use, which dates 
from 1871, and then goes on to say that the circumstances 
of our time make it necessary to treat the needs of the 
ordinary church-goer differently from those who can 
attend church on week-days. Under the present system, 
on a Sunday, when no proper second lesson is appointed, 
the worshippers have a passage from the New Testament 
read to them which belongs to the week-day course. It 
may be quite inappropriate to the ecclesiastical season, 
and may seem to those who hear it to have been chosen at 
haphazard. Then again, as there is only one set of 
Sunday proper lessons, a very limited portion of the Bible 
is heard by those who attend church only on that day. 

Two principles have been adopted-the report proceeds 
to say-in the revised tables of lessons, with a view to 
remedying these disadvantages of the older system. 

In the first place two independent courses of lessons 
have been provided, one for Sundays, and one for week- 
days, and both follow the ecclesiastical and not the civil 
year. In this way the occasions on which the systematic 
reading of the daily lessons has to be interrupted is 
reduced to a comparatively few holy days which are fixed 
by the civil year. 

Secondly, in order that the Sunday lessons may not be 
restricted to 1o4 passages from the Old Testament, and 
the same number from the New Testament, a system 
extending over three years has been adopted (marked A, 
B, and C in the Tables), by which a large amount of 
Scripture is set down for Sundays. The intention is that 
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THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 113 

the three years' sequence A, B, C, should be strictly 
adhered to. Thus the system adopted makes the regular 
reading of both Testaments possible on Sundays, and that 
without a weekly break of the ordinary course on the one 
hand, or the hearing of haphazard selections from the 
New Testament on the other hand. 

The Lower House of the Convocation of Canterbury 
has accepted the main principles of the report of their 
Lectionary Revision Committee, leaving details for 
further consideration. Instead of the Scottish three 
years' sequence of proper Sunday lessons an alternative 
system of first lessons is provided for both morning and 
evening on almost every Sunday, and as a rule this 
alternative is from a different section of the Sacred 
Writings. In other respects the draft English lectionary 
runs on the lines of the proposed Scottish lectionary now 
sanctioned for permissive and experimental use. It 
adopts the ecclesiastical year instead of the calendar 
months as its framework. It selects second lessons as 
well as first lessons for every Sunday. It occasionally 
omits verses which, from their obscurity, or for other 
reasons, do not lend themselves to reading in public. This 
is a valuable feature of the work, and it might be carried 
further. Many lessons would gain in force and edification 

by the omission of a few verses, and others that cannot be 
used as they stand, owing to the impossibility of reading 
the details of the narrative to a modern congregation, 
would be made available. 

In both these lectionaries, as in the distribution of the 
Psalter, care has been taken to keep the Sunday morning 
portions of a reasonable length, and as far as possible so 

arranged that the several parts will be in correspondence 
with the Church season and with each other. The ideal 
service is a well-balanced unity, its several parts, includ- 

ing the hymns and the sermon, combining to enforce and 
illustrate one broad lesson of faith or practice. Nothing 
of the kind is practicable so long as our present un- 
scientific psalter and lectionary arrangements hold the 

c 
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114 THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 

field. It is no small loss that is entailed upon us by the 
defects that are inseparable from this lack of correspond- 
ence and co-ordination. A well-constructed service full 
of life and movement, that will skilfully focus the atten- 
tion of the worshippers for a reasonable time on the main 
features of an important truth, is almost certain to make 
some durable impression on even the most light-hearted 
or the most thick-headed. A long drawn-out, desultory, 
haphazard aggregation, however excellent may be the 
several elements of which it is composed, can produce no 
such results. 

If anyone doubts the enormous capability of obsolete 
and imperfect methods, too long retained, to produce 
widespread and heartrending evils, a general goodwill to 
the contrary notwithstanding, he has only to consider the 
religious conditions of Kitchener's Army, which is to a 
large extent the Anglican Communion under arms. Over 
seventy per cent. of the men in the army register them- 
selves as members of the Church of England; and there 
seems to be a fairly general consensus of opinion among 
the chaplains that the home arrangements for teaching 
and influencing these millions of men, who have been in 
our spiritual charge since their baptism, leave much to be 
desired. It is affirmed that multitudes of them could 
hardly be more ignorant of the first elements of the 
Church's teaching, practice and discipline, if they had 
been brought up under the auspices of the Ethical Society. 

We are shocked for the moment at the revelation of our 
shortcomings, at the disclosure of the appalling fact that 
we have still to learn how to help, and how to teach. But 
if we do not bestir ourselves and take some practical and 
immediate steps towards the providing of the things that 
are lacking, not only in England, but nearer home, 
almost before we are aware of it we shall have settled 
down again to our old comfortable slackness. Optimistic 
officialdom, with a side glance at Hezekiah, will once more 

repeat, in soothing tones, the mystic formula of the slum- 
bering ages-peace, quietness, pas de zele, all is well; 
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THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 115 

and the opportunity will be gone. Among these needed 
reforms there is none that calls more loudly for effective 
treatment than our whole scheme of Sunday services. 

The National Mission Pamphlet, No. I, published by 
the S.P.C.K., is a Canterbury Convocation report on the 
Church's preparation for the return of the men from the 
war. It is a document that the Bishop of Winchester, no 
mean authority, describes as one of quite unusual value 
and significance. It was generally recognized to be of 
such importance that the Council of the National Mission 
decided to issue it in the forefront of their literature, in 
the hope that it will receive careful attention from both 
clergy and laity. In dealing with the important matter 
now before us, it pleads for an improved lectionary and a 
more flexible use of the Psalter. There is every indication 
that, whatever may happen in other respects, these recom- 
mendations will be adopted and carried out in an adequate 
and worthy manner in the English Prayer Book revision. 
In Scotland, as we have seen, they are already in experi- 
mental operation with a view to the improvement and 
perfecting of the details of the scheme before its final 
authorization. Is it really necessary or desirable that 
Ireland should put off for another generation her accept- 
ance of this much-needed and inevitable reform ? 

The Head of the Oxford Mission in Bethnal Green has 
recently issued a little book entitled A Sunday Evening 
Service. It is a significant fact, an indication of the 

elasticity in Sunday services that is craved for and is 
coming, that this little book is authorized for use at an 
additional evening service in parish churches on Sunday, 
in twenty-three English dioceses. The compiler sends 
out with it a penny booklet of explanatory notes, embody- 
ing the results of many years' experience, which deserves 
careful reading. With a quotation from its prefatory 
remarks I shall conclude my own : 

" At the largest military hospital in London an attempt 
was recently made to discover by means of open discussion 
and debate among the soldiers the nature of the barriers 
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116 THE PSALTER AND THE LECTIONARY. 

which stood between them and their active adherence to 
the Church. The opinion that the unintelligibility of 
our services constituted one of the most serious of these 
was almost unaniumos. But perhaps the most important 
indication of all is to be found in this-that prominent 
among the notes made by one of the secretaries of the 
National Mission Council who accompanied the Bishop of 
London on his tour through the provincial dioceses, occurs 
the following :-Whenever the Bishop of London spoke 
of shortened services, and services which were made more 
living, and less dull, there was immediate response. I 
do not think that this was superficial, but that it repre- 
sented a very widespread desire for more attractiveness 
and life in our services. The need of simpler language 
in services in country parishes was emphasized. When- 
ever these subjects were introduced I felt that we were 
up against realities. It was felt that if this Mission is a 
call to reality, reality of worship must be made more 
intelligible." 

R. W. BOYD. 
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